Week of November 12, 2000


Something’s Underfoot in Houston Lawns

Willie Chance

Does your lawn feel spongy?  Is something digging in it?  Ever wonder what it is?  Many things dig in lawns.  Not all of them are pests.

As I look at the digging in my lawn, how can I tell what did it?  Look for evidence.

In my yard, the holes have toys, plastic tools and momma’s kitchen utensils in them.  In this case the culprits are Elizabeth and Rebecca - my girls.

Look at your diggings.  What kind of clues do you see?  Does the mystery lawn guest leave little piles of granulated soil?  Does it look like a small ant mound without an entrance?  These are caused by earth worms. They make the piles by passing soil through their bodies.  The soil will look like it passed through a tube.

Worms are not lawn pests.  Some believe that they dig enough to damage some lawns.  There would have to be a lots of them to do this.  Generally, their activity is beneficial as they cultivate and fertilize the soil.  If necessary, water the areas to settle the soil.

If the soil has tunnels in it and the grass pulls up easily and has no roots - you may have mole crickets.  I say this cautiously because many people think they have mole crickets, but few do.  How do you know if you do?

Mole crickets make tunnels about the width of your finger.  The tunnels are more easily seen in bare dirt on the morning after a rain.  You generally do not see holes in the ground or dirt piles with them.  I check for them by running my fingers under ground in the tunnels.  You can feel where they dig.

To be certain what you have, you can try to flush out these pests.  Mix one ounce of lemon dishwashing detergent in a gallon of water.  Pour it slowly over the affected area.  Wait three to five minutes and soil insects should come to the surface.  This should bring up mole crickets and earthworms.  Mole crickets are about 1" long, tan-brown with beady eyes and large, strong front legs.  They do not hop much or chirp.  This trick should work best on moist lawns.

Mole crickets hatch in late May and June.  They are best controlled with a spray or granular insecticide in June.  By fall mole crickets are large and hard to control.

Mole cricket experts recommend using a bait in fall and early spring.  These are insecticides placed on something the mole cricket likes to eat.  Then they add something to it to attract the pest.

Baits must he used properly for best results.  Even then they will not kill them all.  Let the lawn dry out.  Then water it well.  Wait 24 hours and apply freshly opened bait to a dry lawn just before nightfall.  Mole crickets feed at night and you should see some dead crickets if you get up at daybreak the next morning.

If you see lawn invaders, don’t panic.  Most are harmless.  Just use this information to diagnose your problem.  For more information, E-mail the Houston County Extension Service at wchance@uga.edu or see our website at www.ces.uga.edu.  Our phone number is listed as the Cooperative Extension Service under Houston County Government. 

